Complications and morbidity of the donor and recipient sites in 123 lateral arm flaps.
The lateral arm flap is a reliable and versatile free tissue transfer. However, the donor and recipient sites may produce an assortment of relatively minor complaints in a large proportion of patients. 109 (89%) out of 123 lateral arm flaps performed over a seven-year period were reviewed an average of three years after surgery. Unsatisfactory appearance of the donor site was noted by 27% of patients and was twice as likely to be reported by female patients and in cases in which the donor site was repaired by a split-thickness skin graft rather than by primary closure. Elbow pain was reported by 19%. Numbness in the forearm was reported by 59% and was unchanged during the follow-up period in the majority of patients. 17% of patients noted hypersensitivity of the donor site to a variety of stimuli such as cold or vibration. Hair formation was reported at the recipient site by 78% of patients. 83% of the patients found the flap to be bulky and 15% had undergone at least one procedure for debulking. We recommend that the use of the lateral arm flap should be limited to males and cases in which the resulting donor site can be closed primarily.